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October 15, 1968 


I have just issued orders to stop the bombing of North Vietnam. 

These orders take effect at 7:00 p. m. , EDT, tomorrow, October 16. 
As of that time, all offensive action -- air, naval, and ground -- 


against North Vietnam will cease. 

I have taken this action in the hope and the expectation that this will 
be another step toward a prompt peaceful settlement of the war. 

As you know, it has long been our policy that we would be willing to 
stop the bombing whenever we had reason to believe that it would lead 
promptly to productive discussions. We were willing to take this unilateral 
risk under the assumption that Hanoi would not take military advantage of 
our restraint. 

Accordingly, after careful consultation within the government, 
including the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Ambassador Harriman was given the 
following instruction: 

"To make arrangements with the North Vietnamese representatives 
for prompt and serious substantive talks looking towards peace in 
Vietnam, in the course of which an understanding may be negotiated 
on a cessation of bombing in the North under circumstances which 
would not be militarily disadvantageous. " 

Ambassador Harriman was further instructed: 

"> in any substantive discussions we expect to take account of the 

interests of the South Vietnamese Government and of our k^ nlll9lCTli<fo LIBR/ 
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Participation in any such discussions affecting South Vietnam must 
not exclude the Government of the Republic of South Vietnam. " 

Even before we began the formal talks with the North Vietnamese in 
Paris, Ambassador Vance made it plain to Hanoi's representative in May 
that these bilateral talks would "not affect in any way the role which must be 
played by the legitimate government of South Vietnam at the appropriate time. 
Abrams as well as Bunker have made GVN participation a cardinal point. 

On September 24 Bunker cabled: "I most strongly urge that we hold firmly 
to the position that GVN participation is a must. General Abrams, who 
has seen this message and concurs, has asked me to add the following 
additional observation from the purely military viewpoint. He considers 
that as between restraints in the DMZ and giving the GVN a place in the 
negotiations from the beginning, the latter is more important. " 

Against this background I now wish to tell you in the greatestoonfidence 
and in some detail of the events which led up to today's decision, after a 
period of frustration and stalemate since May. 

First, in a communication with the highest authorities in Moscow in 
mid-September, the following was communicated on behalf of the President: 

"Setting all political arguments aside, the simple fact is that the 
President could not maintain a cessation of the bombing of North 
Vietnam unless it were very promptly evident to him, to the American 
people, and to our allies, that such an action was, indeed, a step 
toward peace. A cessation of bombing which would be followed 
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abuses of the DMZ, Viet Cong and North Vietnamese attacks on 

cities or such populated areas as provincial capitals, or a refusal 
of the authorities in Hanoi to enter promptly into serious political 
discussions which included the elected government of the Republic of 
Vietnam, could simply not be sustained. 

We have reason to believe that this fundamental statement of our position 
was communicated to Hanoi. 

On September 17, I saw Ambassador Harriman twice — before lunch 
and at the Tuesday lunch. 

On October 3, I saw Ambassador Vance. He also agreed and supported 
this position. 

Secretary Rusk, in talking with Foreign Minister Gromyko, in New York 
at the United Nations General Assembly, on September 30 and October 6, 
further reinforced these three points and emphasized that there could be 
no "serious talks" without the Government of Vietnam at the table. Foreign 
Minister Gromyko made no commitments to us but it is possible that Moscow 
has underlined this point in Hanoi. 

In any case, last Wednesday, October 9, the following exchange took 


place at the tea break in the Paris meeting. 

"We said we could confirm as a result of Vance's conversations in 
the U. S. that the issue of the inclusion of GVN in the negotiations 
which would follow a cessation of bombing was utterly indispensable. 
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"Thuy said that we did not have enough time to discuss this subject 
at the tea break and suggested a private meeting. Tho then said, 

'If you want to discuss this matter further, we are prepared to do so. 1 " 

At the subsequent private meeting on Friday, October 11, Tho put 
to Harriman two questions. 

"First, whether we would stop the bombing when we had a clear answer 
to the question of GVN participation as a party in the negotiations that 
would follow a cessation. Second, whether after a clear answer to 
this question has been given, we will consider the answer to be a 
condition of reciprocity for stopping of bombing. " 

Harriman used the occasion to underline once again that the DMZ and 
attacks on the cities, as well as GYN representation, were anwng our 

"Turning to the first question, Harriman said, we could not answer 
the question and that it would have to be answered in Washington. " 

Tho concluded on a hopeful note: He " said he was convinced that if we 
both had serious intent and goodwill, a peaceful settlement can be reached. " 

We said that nothing would be worse than to have the talks start and then 
break down and that that was the reason why we have been completely frank 
with them. 

"Tho said when you give us an answer we will express our view. He said 
'We should be positive and you should be positive. If we are positive and 
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On this basis, we went out to Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams 
with draft instructions covering the three key points; informing Abrams 
that he would be "furnished with rules of engagement which will permit him 
to respond promptly to limited violations of the DMZ and that the President 
will regard any gross violations of the DMZ understanding as 'most serious^ 

At the President's direction, Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams were 
told this: "We want your completely frank reactions^those of General Abrams 

with the bark off. " 

They promptly responded as follows on October 12 : 

"General Abrams and I interpret the exchange with Hanoi at the 
eleventh private meeting as a fairly clear indication that Hanoi is ready 
for a tactical shift from the battlefield to the conference table. 

"We concur in the instruction to Harriman and Vance, and believe 
Hanoi will give indications that it finds para, one 'acceptable, ' and 
paras, two and three 'understandable. 1 We would regard such a 
response as meeting our essential requirements for a cessation 
of the bombing. " 

They also forwarded to us an analysis of the enemy situation inside 
South Vietnam, which may have led him, in their phrase, to decide "to shift 

from the battlefield to the conference table. " 

Meanwhile, in Paris the Soviet Deputy Chief of Mission Oberemko asked 

' ~ 60PY LBJ LIBRARY 

■ t ^ 






- 6 - 


*}■ 


I 

■S ECRET-NO Di g — 



to see Cyrus Vance. Obviously speaking for the Hanoi delegation, he asked 
Vance to take down the following two statements verbatim: 

"I have good reason to believe that if the US stops unconditionally 
and completely the bombardments and other acts of war against'the 
DRV, the delegation of North Viet Nam will agree to the participation 
of the representative of the Saigon Government in the talks on the 
problem of political settlement in Viet Nam. Thus these talks would 
be held by the representatives of the DRV, of the United States of 
America, of the NEF, and the Saigon Government. 

"I can tell you also on good authority that if the question of the 
unconditional and complete cessation of bombardments and all other 
acts of war against North Viet Nam is resolved positively and promptly, 
the delegation of the DRV is ready to discuss seriously and in good faith 
other questions relating to the political settlement in Viet Nam, provided 
of course that the other side would also act seriously and in good faith. " 
Oberemko, on his own, added the following. He said 

"that he hoped that what he had just said would help to move the talks 
off dead center and that this view was shared by the North Vietnamese 
yesterday afternoon after our meeting with them. Oberemko then said 
we consider now is the right time to act. The situation is most favorable 
right now and this opportunity should not be lost. Oberemko then 
digressed to say that as we undoubtedly knew, there were factions 
with different views in Hanoi and that if positive action was n6t taken 
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it would then be a very long time before peace could be reached. 

Oberemko added that if we advanced any new conditions it might bring 
many difficulties, indeed. He said, it may provoke reversal of the 
whole DRV position. Oberemko said, what I have told you is the 
rock bottom to which the DRV can go. " 

We subsequently checked with the Soviet Government and found that he 
was not only transmitting a message from the DRV but doing so on instruction 
from the Soviet Government. 

Against this background we instructed Ambassador Bunker and 
General Abrams to discuss this matter with President Thieu. They met 
on October 13 and, after reviewing the matter together, this was Thieu's 
response: 

"Thieu then said so long as we are going to press the offensive 
in the South and in Laos, and so long as we are prepared to resume 
the bombing if they violate the DMZ or attack the main cities, he is 
ready to go along. 'After all, 1 he said, 'the problem is not to stop 
the bombing, but to stop the war, and we must try this path to see if 
they are serious. 

Ambassador Bunker added in his report: "I thought this a statesman's view. 

General Abrams then observed: "It was important to move as quickly 
as possible on all fronts. P^dsident Thieu's stepped-up pacification plan, 
to be announced Octobep^ll, could not be more timely. The attack on 
Communist infrastructure, the greater effort to win over Hoi Ch^h, intensified 
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with us and we must take first advantage everywhere. " President 
Thieu agreed. 

Blinker added: "I must confes^/l" thought Thieu would want to think 
overnight about this before providing an answer, but he responded immediately 
and unequivocally. Most times he thinks clearly and logically. This meeting 
was the latest demonbtraticri of this. And it is also the answer to those 



who think he is indecisive. " 

The President then directed that the following message he^ent to 

Ambassador Bunker and General Abrams: 

'{ / 

' 1 "You should know that one of the major concerns^of the President at 

the moment is that we examine with utmost care the loopholes and contingencies 


m 


the deal we are considering to make sure ibis as copper-plated as we 


can make it. 


/ 


/ 


"For^xample, he wishes you to^examine the possibility that Hanoi is 
simply seeking a respite to prepare"for a later offensive, creating ad interim 
atmosphere of hopeful expectations and euphoria which would make it 


an 


\ 


difficult for us to resume^b'orrb ing of the North and otherwise maintain the 

remarkable momentum'on the ground you have achieved and which explains 

/ 

so much of what may now be hopeful in the current situation. 


'Specifically: 


1. Taking into account the enemy's weather and supply situation 
and prospects and taking into account the complexity of the diplonatic 


problems that may lie ahead, what would be a reasonable and secure toterYa.1 ..... . r 
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in which to assess whether Hanoi is seriously interested in making/peace, 
once 'serious'negotiations start? 

"For example, it took only a month to wind up the 1954 (Geneva 
negotiation once it became serious about June 20. Would/thirty days now 
be a reasonable interval before we seriously considered a bombing resumption? 
Please give us your joint assessment. 

"2. Are you confident you can maintain the/morale, fighting spirit, 
and momentum of the ARVN and our own forces once serious negotiations 
start ? 

"3. You may wish to consider on jL contingency basis the standing 
rules of engagement you would recopimend required to protect the security 
and morale of our forces and tho^e of our allies in the face of minor DMZ 
violations, to which the field commander would have the authority to respond 

without recourse to Washington and the level of infraction, involving more 

// 

substantial violation and retaliation, which would require and justify 

recourse to Washington. 

/ 

/ 

"4. In view.<4f your judgment that the enemy may move promptly after 

a bombing ces/ation for a cease-fire, we trust you are designing and 

/ 

preparing Jib recommend a cease-fire proposal highly advantageous to our 

/ 

side winch we would put into negotiation if such a proposition were put to us. " 

X shall read key passages from their reply: 

/"We think Hanoi's decision to agree to the GVN eitering the discussions 

/ 

is of the greatest significance. It suggests that Hanoi has abandoned all 
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hope of a military victory or of a unilateral US withdrawal by the next 
administration. If this is so, Hanoi's alternatives are to tryto negotiate 
a settlement on a basis most favorable to them, or to retu/n to protracted 
guerrilla warfare. On balance we think that at the outset at least Hanoi will 
enter these negotiations with serious purpose. / 

"We think their negotiating objectives will be/ 

A. Cease-fire in place; / 

B. Mutual withdrawal of forces; apd 

C. coalition government. / 

"We think they will put these forward /asily in the negotiations. 

We will be working up proposals to handle each of these, and assume 
Washington and Paris are doing likewise. 


"Our relative bargaining positions, assuming the wider talks start in 
a week or so, will be important/ Both our short and long term bargaining 
positions are strong. The V£/NVA can do little damage with their 
regular forces during theyhext two or three months which they need for 
rest and resupply. A/for the long term Hanoi threw everything they 
could into this year*/offensives, and failed. We do not, repeat not, see 
how they can mak/ a greater effort or even a comparable one again. 

"We do not think it possible to fix in advance, even in rough terms, the 
length of the/interval that should be allowed before we consider whether 
Hanoi is /erious or whether a bombing resumption is called for. We 
think y/e should have a pretty clear picture of Hanoi's intentions m a month 
or two, particularly if the negotiating meetings are frequent. By the end 
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of the year, we should also have a pretty good idea of the morale of VC/ 
NVA forces as well as our ability to move into and establish oux4elves in 
the contested areas. / 

"Our main problems as we see them will be to justify to the Congress 
and the American people our unwillingness to agree to a/cease-fire in place 
and our opposition to a coalition, or, to put it in another way, justifying 


to the American public further casualties while we/negotiate for a 
successful outcome of our enormous effort here./ 


"We believe here that 1968 -- however difficult it was for us -- has been 
a disaster for Hanoi. We must convince the/American people that the tide 

has turned in our favor, and we can only do this if we can show progress 

/ 

in moving into contested areas, rising defections from the Communist ranks, 
heavy Communist casualties, comparatively light casualties on our side, 
withdrawal of some American units, the takeover of more and more of the 
war by ARVN, etc. That will also be convincing to Hanoi, and will determine 
their negotiating tactics. 

"Following is our reply to your question 2. 

"A. Maintaining'the morale, fighting spirit and momentum of US 

/ 

/ 

and ARVN forces is absolutely essential. Directives have gone out on the 


US and GVN side tp intensify our offensive operations against infrastructure 
guerrillas and Ideal forces in order to extend government conj§rol, at the 


same time maintaining unrelenting pressure against his main forces. 

It is an offensive against the enemy 'system. 1 

/ A 
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"BJ tVe are planning now the form and shape of a message to the/troops 
if an announcement is made. This message will be critically important 
to establishing a positive atmosphere. It will be tied to the Results of 
our operations so far and the offensive described above. We will disseminate 
it in a massive effort. / 

"C.' We are completely confident that the morale, fighting spirit and 
momentum can be sustained. / 

"Following is General Abrams' reply to yony third question on the 
contingency of enemy violation of the DMZ. The basic rules of engagement 
should include the following: / 

"A. Every commander will retain the inherent right and responsibility 
to conduct operations for the self-defenie of his forces. 

"B. In case of attack by fire/or ground attacks by small units 
(up to a battalion in size) across thfe demarcation line, COMUSMACV 
should have the authority to conduct a timely and adequate response against 
the attacking force, to include destruction of enemy forces penetrating across 
the line. No US ground forces would cross the line without specific orders 
from the highest authority/. (Comment: It is envisaged that small ground 
probes would be counteracted by response in kind, but of decisive superiority.) 

"C. EnemV artillery fire would be responded to with heavy counter¬ 
battery fire and ar attack until enemy weapons are silenced. In case SAM's 
are fired at oun / aircraft we would destroy his SAM installations and immediate 
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supporting facilities. 

"D. In case of substantial or general attacks across the demarcation 

line by ground (including artillery) or air action requiring response going 
beyond local action, authorization of highest authority would-be sought 
immediately for such action, including resumption of the/bombardment 
of North Vietnam. " 

These were the materials in hand on Monday m/rning when Secretary 
Clifford and General Wheeler arrived back from ^Europe. At that time 
they knew nothing of what had happens d betweefi Friday and Monday. 

At 9:00 a. m. on Monday they spent an hour^or so reading over the materials. 
I then joined them and we explored all aspects of the matter, including the 
risks that we were undertaking. Mr. Helms, Director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency, and General Maxwell Taylor were also present. 

It was the strong recommendation of Secretary Rusk, Secretary 

Clifford, and General Wheeler that we should proceed on the chance that 

/ 

the s hif t in Hanoi's position represented a possibility of serious movement 
towards peace; that the risks were low and manageable. 

At 1:30 p. m. on Monday I met with all the members of the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff. We y4nt over the same ground. I polled the members of 
the Joint Chiefs of/Staff individually. They all concurred, assuming that 
reconnaissance^North Vietnam would continue, that General Abrams 
would have standing orders to deal with minor violations of the agreement, 
and that the President would be prepared to resume the bombing if there 

were gross violations or gross deception. 
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We then consulted the other troop contributing countries. They all 
supported the course of action that President Thieu and I had agreed 
was wise. 

We then instructed Harriman and Vance to put the proposition to the 
North Vietnamese. 

Today in Paris, Hanoi's representatives have said that they would 
agree to begin serious talks which would include representation from the 
Government of South Vietnam if we stopped all armed attacks on North Vietnam. 

Accordingly, we informed them that we would stop bombing at 7:00 p. m. 

EDT 16 October. We asked that they meet in Paris with the representatives of 
the Government of South Vietnam and of the Government of the United States 
at 10:00 a. m. (Paris time) the day after tomorrow. They have agreed. 

We have also informed Hanoi's representatives that they must understand 
the simple facts that the United States cannot maintain a cessation of armed 
attacks on North Vietnam if 

-- military activity in and around the DMZ continues, or 
-- attacks are launched against major cities in South Vietnam. 

They have said they understand these simple facts. 

As early as July 16, Ha Van Lau said that if we would stop the bombing 
and stop firing across the DMZ, "you will see what will happen. " He said, 
"Reality would give you the reply" and that these actions would create the 

favorable conditions for a settlement. 

It is for these reasons that we are now prepared to take the risk^of ^ 
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In military terms,' the immediate risk is less than it was in August. / 
General Abrams has spoiled and repulsed thejthird offensive. Significant 
numbers of enemy troois haJe disingaged aU many North Vietnamese. 


numbers of enemy troo^ha^e disengaged akd many North Vietnamese. 
troops have moved back to the borders or into North Vietnam, Laos, and 

Cambodia. 


Both General Abrams and Ambassador Bunker fully support the action 
we are now taking. They regard the recent exchanges with Hanoi "as a 
fairly clear indication that Hanoi is ready for a tactical shift from the 
battlefield to the conference table. " 

LetW share with you how the situation looks to them in South Vietnam: 

: .. "Theresias been a steady deterioration in Hanoi's position in South 
" Vietnam ever\ice the military defeats which overtook their general offensive 
at Tet, and again\y/June. The August/September offensive could not even 
bet got off the grounded was the weakest of all three attacks. After 
ten months of enormous eW Hanoi and the NLF have nothing to show for 
the loss of over 150, 000 kill\plus the thousands killed by B-52 and other 
air attacks, or who died of wouXor disease, or were captured, or defected, 

or were eliminated by arrest. N. 

"At the same time Hanoi has seen\e emergence in the South of a 
stronger and more confident government uWr Thieu and Huong; a stronger 
and more effective and aggressive South VietWse military and para¬ 
military force; a growing bitterness and hostil^toward Communism among 
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the people; and arming of the people themselves in the Civilian/Self - 
Defense Corps. There have been no mass defections to the Communists 
from the Nationalist side in the South -- civil or military^ 

"We have been gradually accumulating evidence since about April/May 

/ 

that Comm uni st supporters and cadres in military arid civilian ranks were 

/ 

beginning to doubt victory and to lose faith in their leaders. More and 

/ 

more time of the leaders in recent weeks has-been devoted to maintaining 

faith in victory and to overcoming the argument that the South Vietnamese 

/ 

and their allies are 'too strong to be attacked. 1 Moreover, the NLF has 
been having more and more trouble recruiting in the South as people 

left controlled or threatened areas fpr government-controlled areas, and 

/ 

as the government increased its mobilization and deprived the Communists 

/ 

of manpower resources. 

"The loss of sourthern-born cadres was particularly worrying, as 

/ 

these cadres were shifted ih large number from guerrilla, proselytizing 
and civil work into the regular forces, where they were chewed up in battle. 

Others deserted, or vrere killed, captured, arrested or defected. The 75/25 
radio of southern to/northern troops in the regular forces was reversed 
within the year, aOd could not be concealed. As husbands, sons and 
brothers left their hamlets not to be seen or heard from again and there 

l 

were no signs of peace, restiveness and resistance began to be reported 

in some Communist—controlled, areas* _ 

"Beginning with Khe Sanh, our B-52 strikes became a deva^^^^ yjj LIBRAF 
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tactdcal weapon. These strikes and other air bombing.of the Northern 
Panhandle, in new bombing patterns and designs, have^sjfgnificantly constrained 
the movement of supplies through the DMZ and into Laos. This, and the 
wholesale uncovering of caches in the last couple of/months -- a product 
of improved intelligence, greater cooperation of'/he people in the countryside, 
anH information supplied by POW's and defectoTS -- have created supply 

difficulties for the enemy. / 

"A record number of enemy battalions were withdrawn into North 

Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia in the las/days of September and early 

/ 

October, signifying an end to the 'third offensive. 1 We therefore conclude 
that Hanoi has had to seek a respite on both military and morale grounds. 

"We expect that the NVA/VcZwill try to intensify the fighting as the 
serious negotiations start, but we do not think they have a capability for 

sustained action during the next two or three months and will need that time 

/ 

to rebuild their supply base. 

/ 

/ ^ 

"We do not want to leave the impression that we think the war is over 

/ 

or that the North Vietnam or Viet Cong forces are about to collapse. 

Their fanatical faith in the rightness of their cause, the fear of reprisal 

and retribution in both the South and the North in the event of defeat, the 

/ 

professionalism of men who have made revolution their life and career, 
the'extraordinary investiment of lives and hope over so many years, the 
tradition of discipline, and the Asian, coupled with Communist, indifference 
to lives, all suggest that Hanoi and the NLF will continue to figHt^th . 


undiminished fervor. 
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•'Up to now Hanoi's political effort has>^n secondary to its military 
effort as Hanoi sought a military br^through. What we now expect is 
that the major effort will shifK^the political front, with the military in 
a secondary and s^o^frole. We believe that there will be very heavy 
fighting up to the^m a cease-fire is arranged or other steps are 
agreed to ^i^rniiiisli the conflict. 

The re is a risk that Hanoi is not serious and that they do not believe 
the simple facts we have stated. Therefore, all of our units have been 
reminded that they have the inherent right to defend themselves against 
attack. Furthermore, General Abrams has been given the authority to 
take prompt and appropriate action if there are violations of the DMZ or 

attacks on the cities. 

•Thus we have embarked on this course in a way which we hope 
will minimize the military risks and maximize the prospects of promptly 

arriving at a just and peaceful settlement. 

Let me now tell you candidly what the balance of my mind has been 

in making this decision. 

First, Hanoi and Moscow could be involved in simple deception. 

They may believe that the President did not have the will and political 
capacity to return to bombing even if the agreement is violated. They may 
be seeking time to rebuild their military forces. In this case, I am 
determined, after giving them a chance to show their good faith, to return 
to bombing North Vietnam, if we judge that to be the national interest. 
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And I shall seek your support for that course should it prove wise and 
necessary. 

Second, you know that I have made no decision on Vietnam on 
domestic political grounds. On the contrary, one of the major reasons 
I made the decision which I announced on March 31 was to leave myself 
wholly free to deal with Vietnam without the complications of being a 
political candidate. I greatly regret that the other side has made this 
significant shift in its position three weeks before our election. I can 
tell you that my first reaction was to see if, in good conscience, I could 
postpone a response until after November 5. In short, I cannot vouch 
for Hanoi's and Moscow's motives in this matter. I can only vouch for 

i 

'my own. 

\ 

' My reservations on these two points were overcome by a simple and 
ultimate consideration: If, by any chance, for whatever reasons, the other 
side was ready now to move towards serious peace-making, it was my 
duty to the men in the field, the American people, and humanity everywhere, 
that I not lose a day. 
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